Gravity and Anti-Gravity in tlie Critical Cosmos After the Second World War aesthetic practice and theory focused on the art object as a world in and to itself. The art object was self-referential rather than signifying a world outside the object. The literary criticism of Brooks and Warren and the visual criticism of critics such as Clement Greenberg exemplify this monadic view. These critics have conceived the work of art as an existential entity whose meaning is generated from the formal relationships between the elements of the medium.
For example in the case of poetry we look at how the devices of the poet such as simile and metaphor, symbol, and rhythm of the prosody interact to create the motion and emotion of the poem. The critic looks at the poem as an independent system built out of the literary tropes interacting to generate our experience. The critic adduces arguments based on what is happening within this system. The critic does not look at the cultural context or biography of the poet to convince us of the validity of the interpretation. In architecture what a building conveys (means) is the result of interaction between the elements that constitute the building. Its meaning lies in the experience of the interaction of the architectural elements The placement of the door, windows, stairways, and interior spaces. The relationship between the exterior forms and the interior volumes. How light penetrates the interior volumes and affects the masses inside a cathedral. Or how the roof and walls intersect and define each other.
For someone such as Clement Greenberg the world of painting had evolved toward a reductive state. He conceived modern painting as painting stripped of external elements; the artist should use its inherent forma I elements only to construct the painting. Modern painting is non-representational because the conception of representation is something he conceives to be external to the world of painting. Its reality is selfreflexive. Painting does not derive its being from its relations to any external world. Whatever meaning (a debatable term for modernists) one derives from the painting is the result of the elements of the painting itself It is not surprising that an art that was non-representational in the traditional sense sought, as one of its purposes, to defeat any metaphorical reading of the work, as this would point the viewer to something outside its hermetic world. The literary was seen as something to be avoided. The work of artists such as Stella, Judd. Irwin, Flavin, and Morris exemplified this approach. Their art built upon the work of the Abstract Expressionism and the earlier non-representational artists such as Mondrian, Brancusi, and Malevich. The work of art exists as a formal and expressive world. An island existing in a larger context but somehow cut off and independent from that surrounding environment. The world of the work like our physical world has its logics, forces and character that derive from the interrelationships between the forces that construct and generate its life. The critic's job was to locate these forces and determine how they interact to create the experience and meaning of the work of art.
Although flawed and, in some ways, myopic, this conception inspired some important observations about the nature of works of art as well as its interpretations. It required a careful and sometimes arduous and meditative interaction with the physicality of the work. Theories of perception and experience fed critical theory and practice. Hence the importance of Cestolt psychology and writers such as Merleau-Ponty and Husserl for both artists and critics. Structuralism also powerfully shaped aesthetic theory and critical practice.
This philosophical approach derived from linguistic studies 95 96 was also a historical and a cultural one. It looked for universal forces that lie within a system to explain the generation and import of a work of art.
Younger critics and artists began to question the assumptions underlying this microcosmic view that separated the work of art from the macrocosm of history and especially culture. What and how we are and how we think arise from the systems in which we find ourselves. Our language system, our social and political systems determine our concepts of knowledge and truth that do not exist outside these contexts.
The governing principle of this approach is that all work is situated, embedded in a social and cultural context that affects it and largely generates the work of art. Such a view of the art and critical practice paralleled younger artists turning toward this context (macrocosm) as a source of iconography and iconology of their work. Philosophers such as Derrida.
Habermas, Jameson, Foucault, and Marx influenced artists and critics. Social issues and the fabric of the art world itself became the direct source of artists' inquiry, Hans Haacke, Louise Lawler, Michael Asher and many others exemplified this line of inquiry that sought to bring to the forefront the context itself as the subject matter of the work. Artists turned their attention to the political and economic aspects of the art world itself. Hans Haacke's proposed exhibition at the Guggenheim Museum that attempted to expose the economic background of the benefactors to the museum and art world was cancelled by the Museum because the social impact was too personal for the museum.
Feminism and feminist writing became very important in the intellectual and productive life of this period as well as providing another perspective on the interaction between the macroand microcosm. Questions about gender and identity were opened for investigation that reflected the paradoxes and contradictions between micro and macro. The age-old dialectic between nature and culture (a variant of macro and micro) surfaced as an important arena of debate and contention.
How much is gender shaped by nature and culture^Where are the points of intersection and confrontations between these forces? The works of artists such as Barbara Kruger, Cindy Sherman and many others manifested an investigation of the issues surrounding the dialectic.
These shaping forces of the macrocosm largely obscured an interest in the physicality of the work. It divorced the mind (thought) from body (the work itself). It made macrocosm the determinate force in production. It almost seemed that work grows sui generis out of context and exists separated from the existential structure on which the ideas of a work depend, A mind that is independent of the body. In effect the periphery of the work became the center and the center was moved to the fringe. The elucidation of context was largely at the expense of the direct and immediate experience of the work.
The brilliance of the analysis often left the work as an aside, somehow appearing less rather than more than the analysis, a brain without a body.
What was missing is the more ecological notion of how works of art and their environment shape and construct each other. Art in some sense makes culture a living system. and changed by its context. The physicality of the work, its essential ambiguity cannot simply reflect the world in which it resides any more than a human being is simply a product of its genes. A work of art is transcendent and paradoxical.
That means that it partakes of and takes flight from the gravitational forces of its micro and macrocosm. It shapes its cultural space as well as taking shape from it. All works of art are revelations of the interactions between the forces of a distant and immanent cosmos. Through the creation of the work the artist embodies this incarnation. In the process of creation the artist forges a new compound between the conceptual and the physical, between the personal and the macrocosmic forces that surround the artist. For artists the stars always affect the creation of a work. On the other hand when Galileo looked at the stars through his telescope the stars were never the same.
